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Community problems escalated within certain Brussels neighbourhoods in Septem-
ber 2009 and at the beginning of 2010. Do subjective feelings of discrimination form 
a breeding ground for such events? We studied how widely spread the perceptions 
of discrimination are amongst young 2nd generation Belgians of Turkish and Moroc-
can origin, which contexts of discrimination are distinguished and who perceives the 
most discrimination. Is this perception indeed limited to so-called ‘problem youths’, 
or are such experiences more widely dispersed within the groups? In order to be 
able to contextualise the situation within the BCR, we compared the same feelings 
in the same groups within the city of Antwerp. We conclude that the structure of the 
perceived group discrimination is similar in Brussels and Antwerp for both the 2nd 
generation Belgians of Moroccan and Turkish origin. There is no difference in the 
level of experienced group discrimination. Only the perceived group discrimination 
within the public domain is higher in Antwerp. The level of perceived group discrimi-
nation in contacts with the police is thus not found to be significant in either city. 
However, confrontations with the police in Brussels do figure more strongly within 
the latent concept than in Antwerp.
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1. Introduction 1
The population of Brussels is extremely diverse. According to estimates, 46% of the 
entire population has foreign roots (Willaert and Deboosere 2005, p68/9). The two 
largest groups of non-European origin are the Moroccan and the Turkish groups 
which respectively make up 13% and 4% of the Brussels population. Research 
conducted by Martens and his colleagues (2005) shows that these are the two 
groups that find themselves in the bottom strata of the Brussels labour market 
(based on characteristics such as employment sector, work statute, salary, level of 
education and length of unemployment). Becoming a Belgian citizen through natu-
ralisation does not offer a solution as the employment conditions for Turkish and 
Moroccan Belgians remain far below average. It is well known that this problem is 
not restricted to Brussels. The results of various studies of other places in Belgium 
point in the same direction: there is a considerable ‘ethnic gap’ both at school and 
later on the labour market (Phalet, Deboosere, Bastiaenssen 2008, Phalet 2007, 
Duquet et al. 2006). Furthermore, Phalet (2007) showed that so-called ‘ethnic pen-
alties’ remain after checking for important socio-demographic variables. Other stud-
ies employed a more direct quasi-experimental methodology in showing that ethnic 
discrimination occurs on a regular basis (Zegers de Beijl 2000, Martens et al. 2005).
The question therefore arises of how this major “objective” inequality translates into 
the way different ethnic origin groups live together in the city. We know from re-
search that very strong stereotypes exist amongst the population of Belgian origin 
about both Turks and Moroccans. (Meuleman & Billiet 2005, Elchardus & Siongers 
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2009, Billiet, Carton & Huys 1990). Several studies have examined the negative atti-
tudes of the ‘autochthonous’ population (Billiet et al. 1990, Elchardus & Siongers 
2009) and attempts have been made to establish what mechanisms lie behind 
these attitudes and who subscribes to them. By contrast, the other side of the coin 
has barely been discussed by quantitative sociologists. How do minority groups feel 
under this situation? Do they feel that they are appreciated enough in Belgium? 
Every so often, an escalation occurs which reveals a serious underlying problem. 
For example, riots took place in Brussels in September 2009 between ‘al-
lochthonous’ youths and the police. This happened again at the beginning of 2010, 
leading to the security policy within the Brussels Capital Region becoming the sub-
ject of political discussion. Youths from the ‘problem neighbourhoods’ said them-
selves that the riots were linked to the fact that they felt unfairly treated by the po-
lice: 
“This is where we live. We were born here, but when the police come here 
we are treated as les macaques. We don’t trust them, even though they are 
actually supposed to protect us.”
The riots were also related to discrimination on the labour market.
“Having Moroccan roots is a handicap. I can’t even get a holiday job, for 
instance […]. Discrimination like this makes me really angry. They just don’t 
want us to better ourselves” (Droeven, 10/10/2009, p30).
This subjective feeling of discrimination amongst minority groups is the subject of 
this paper. We will be examining how widely spread these perceptions of discrimina-
tion are amongst second generation Belgian youths of Turkish and Moroccan origin, 
which contexts of discrimination are distinguished and who perceives that they are 
being discriminated against the most. For example, is it true that this perception is 
limited to so-called ‘problem youths’ or are such experiences more broadly distrib-
uted within the groups? In order to contextualise the situation within the Brussels 
Capital Region, we will compare the results with the same feelings in the same 
groups within the city of Antwerp.
This will give us the opportunity to establish the extent to which Antwerp has to 
contend with the same phenomena as Brussels. If we are to believe what the Mayor 
of Antwerp, Patrick Janssens, says, relations between allochthonous youths and the 
Antwerp police are much less troubled:
“I don’t think we’re doing that badly in Antwerp, if you consider what is hap-
pening in Molenbeek at the moment. […] You can’t say for sure that situa-
tions like this will never occur, but the chance of something happening on 
the scale of Molenbeek is considerably less. In certain neighbourhoods 
where drug dealing is going on, just like in Molenbeek, attempts are some-
times made to prevent the police from making any arrests. However, they 
don’t succeed. There is no single neighbourhood in Antwerp that is a no-go 
zone. We react on a very short term and we intervene quickly if things look 
like they are going to go wrong.” (Verelst, 26/09/2009, p10)
Does Antwerp’s supposed better policing policy also translate to better relations 
with the police? And what about the experiences of discrimination within Antwerp in 
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general? Although serious riots such as those in Brussels have not actually taken 
place there for some time now, does this mean that the Turkish and Moroccan 
youths feel more accepted within the city? We will attempt to offer an answer to 
these questions in this paper.
2. Data and methodology
2.1 TIES research
The data that we will be using in this paper comes from the TIES survey of Antwerp 
and Brussels (Swyngedouw et al. 2008). 
The interviews which are part of the TIES project (The Integration of the European 
Second generation) were conducted using Computer Assisted Personal Interviewing 
(CAPI) in 2007/8. The definition of the population that was used in TIES is as fol-
lows: residents of the City of Antwerp or the Brussels Capital Region between the 
age of 18 and 35 who were born in Belgium and have at least one parent who was 
born in Turkey or Morocco. This definition is therefore independent of nationality. In 
order to establish a sample in Antwerp, a simple random sample from the entire 
sample frame was used. The general response rate was 58%. 358 people with at 
least one parent born in Turkey and 311 people with at least one parent born in 
Morocco were interviewed. As it was not possible to make use of an entire sample 
frame in the Brussels Capital Region, a different method of random sampling was 
used. Street segments were first randomly selected for each of the target groups 
separately according to the percentage of target group respondents living in each 
street segment. A commercial supplier of address details was used in order to ob-
tain information on an individual level about who was living at the addresses in the 
selected street segments (information about age, nationality and name identifica-
tion)2. A simple random sample of addresses within these street segments was 
drawn based on this information. In using this technique, we were not entirely sure 
that the people living at the addresses in the sample actually belonged to the sec-
ond generation (due to the fact that we did not have access to information about 
where the parents were born on an individual level). The interviewers therefore had 
to carry out additional “doorstep” screening before starting the interview. An further 
disadvantage of using this method is that each address has the same chance of 
being included in the sample. During the fieldwork, it emerged that more addresses 
than expected were not able to be used in Brussels. This is probably due to high 
levels of mobility within the target group population, informality (non-official resi-
dence / several households living at one address, etc.) and a lack of quality in the 
address details that were used (not up to date). It was therefore decided to switch 
to a semi-quota sample. The principle was that the interviewers still had to visit the 
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start addresses belonging to the original sample at least twice, but if they were un-
successful, they were allowed to go looking for a respondent with a similar profile in 
the same street or an adjoining street. Because of the switch to a semi-quota sam-
ple, it is not possible to calculate the level of response for Brussels. 250 people with 
at least one parent who had been born in Turkey and 257 people with at least one 
parent who had been born in Morocco were interviewed. More details about the 
research can be found in Swyngedouw et al. (2008).
2.2 Operationalization
Dependent variables
Experienced discrimination is operationalised in the TIES research with the aid of the 
following series of variables (translation from Dutch):
“I am going to read a number of situations aloud. Can you say for each situation 
how often people of <Turkish / Moroccan> origin experience hostility or unfair treat-
ment as a group in Belgium due to their origin or background? (never, rarely, some-
times, regularly, often)
- At school 
- At work 
- When looking for work 
- When going out, to night-clubs, cafés or restaurants
- On the street or when taking public transport 
- In the neighbourhood where they live 
- In their contact with the police”
Independent variables 
Age is operationalised within the TIES research as a dummy variable for which those 
between the ages of 19 and 25 were given the code 0 and those between 26 and 
37 were given the code 1. Education was coded as follows: the value of 0 was as-
signed to respondents whose highest qualification consisted of a Secondary school 
diploma (4th grade of Secondary Education included) and also to respondents who 
were still studying at that level. A value of 1 was assigned to people who had a di-
ploma that had been issued by a college of higher education or university as well as 
to those still studying at that level. The Prayer variable was operationalised by asking 
the following question in the survey: “How often do you pray?” Respondents could 
answer by giving one of the following: never, only on religious holidays, once a 
week, every day, five times a day or more. Unemployment was split into currently 
not unemployed (0) and currently unemployed (1). The Political organisation variable 
is also a dummy variable: 0 indicates that the respondent did not take part over the 
course of the past year in an activity linked to a student or parent organisation, a 
political party, an organisation targeting racism or promoting minorities, a socio-
educational organisation, a neighbourhood organisation or residents’ association or 
a women’s organisation. A value of 1 indicates that the respondent did take part in 
an activity linked to one of these organisations. The Concentration in the neighbour-
hood variable was measured on the basis of the following question: “If you think 
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about all the people who live in your neighbourhood, how many people are of <Turk-
ish / Moroccan> origin?” Respondents were able to answer with: almost none, less 
than 25%, around 25%, about half, around 75%, more than 75%, almost everyone. 
The Justice variable was measured using the question: “Do you think that it is just 
as difficult, less difficult or more difficult for you to find a good job than people with 
Belgian origins of the same age and with the same qualifications?”. Respondents 
were able to answer with: Much less difficult, less difficult, just as difficult, more diffi-
cult, much more difficult.
3. Descriptive data
Unfortunately, due to the fact that the questions are too different, it is not possible to 
make a direct comparison over time between earlier similar research conducted in 
1995 (Swyngedouw, Phalet, Deschouwer, 1999) and the present research from 
2007/8 which concerns subjective experienced discrimination in Brussels.
However, it is possible to make a 
direct comparison with the pre-
sent situation in Antwerp as the 
exact same questions were used 
in both cities. The results of the 
average scores can be seen in 
figure 1. For the time being, we 
are keeping it to a rough com-
parison of frequencies. A more 
rigorous comparison of the level 
of discrimination in both cities will 
follow later in this paper: we will 
statistically test whether or not 
the latent dimensions of subjec-
tive discrimination significantly 
differ from each other.
A first striking finding is that the 
Moroccan second generation 
experienced more discrimination 
in all contexts than the Turkish 
second generation (with the ex-
ception of Turks in Antwerp who 
experience more discrimination in 
their neighbourhood than the 
Moroccans in Brussels). It is sub-
sequently clear that, several ex-
ceptions aside, all groups per-
ceive more discrimination in Ant-
werp than in Brussels. The ex-
ceptions include the Brussels 
Moroccan second generation in 
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On the street
In the neighb.
At school
At work
Looking for work
Police
Nightlife
0,5 1,0 1,5 2,0 2,5 3,0 3,5 4,0 4,5 5,0
Moroc. 2nd gen. Antwerp Turkish 2nd gen. Antwerp
Moroc. 2nd gen. Bxl Turkish 2nd  gen. Bxl
Fig. 1. Average subjective experienced group discrimination of the Moroccan and the 
Turkish second generation in Brussels in 2007/8
Average on a five point scale
confrontations with the police and Brussels Moroccans at work.
If we then take a look at the contexts within which discrimination is perceived, we 
see that discrimination in nightlife and in looking for a job is often mentioned by all 
groups. Fewer problems are reported at school and in the neighbourhood. The dif-
ference between Antwerp and Brussels amongst both the Turkish and the Moroc-
can groups is striking when it comes to police discrimination. A much heavier em-
phasis is placed on this specific context in Brussels than in Antwerp. This difference 
is particularly noticeable for the Moroccan second generation.
4. Latent structure of experienced discrimination
A first step in our analysis involves finding a suitable measurement model. This is 
required for two reasons: (1) To prevent measurement errors in the subsequent 
analysis, it is recommended that multiple indicators are used for each latent variable.  
In order to be able to compare these, we need an equivalent measurement model 
for the different groups in Antwerp and Brussels. (2) Secondly, to explore the under-
lying structure of the concept of subjective discrimination. More specifically, we can 
ask ourselves whether experiences of discrimination in different contexts can be 
reduced to a generalised feeling of unfair treatment in society as a whole (a unidi-
mensional model). Alternatively, we can ask ourselves whether experiences are an-
chored in various, specific life contexts (a multidimensional model).
It is clear from the different statistical tests that we are able to maintain a (quasi) 
equivalent three dimensional model for Antwerp and also for Brussels. It is therefore 
safe for comparisons to be made3.
Figure 2 shows that we were able to level out the structure, apart from three minimal 
(acceptable) exceptions, for the Moroccan and the Turkish group, both in Antwerp 
and Brussels. This equivalence indicates strong support for the model that has been 
found.
Three separate latent concepts were found: (1) The first refers to the socio-
economic dimension and contains the ED (experienced discrimination) indicators at 
work, when looking for work and at school. (2) The second factor is formed by the 
ED variables on the street or on public transport and in the neighbourhood. This is 
ED in the public domain. Contrary to what we had expected, ED when going out to 
nightclubs cafés and restaurants (nightlife) is not part of this latent factor. (3) By con-
trast, this latter variable goes together with ED in contact with the police. This asso-
ciation is somewhat more difficult to interpret than the two others. It is our view that 
this involves a type of discrimination that is mainly levelled at a specific group of 
(young) men of foreign origin. We call this factor police + nightlife. We were able to 
level out the factor loading with the exception of one: the relationship of ED in con-
frontations with the police seems to be more strongly linked to the latent factor in 
Brussels than in Antwerp, both for the Turkish and the Moroccan groups. The asso-
ciation therefore seems to be stronger in Brussels than in Antwerp.
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It is noticeable that the socio-economic discrimination factor is strongly linked to the 
public domain discrimination factor as well as to the ‘nightlife and police’ discrimina-
tion factor. Socio-economic discrimination clearly therefore supports the other two 
factors which are linked to a slightly lesser yet still strong degree.
Finally, we also wanted to compare the averages of both groups in both cities with 
each other. In order to do this, we had to estimate and subsequently level the inter-
cepts in all groups. This gave models that did not have an optimal fit, but were ac-
ceptable enough in our view for establishing the averages.
The results4 show that the Moroccan second generation experience more discrimi-
nation within all dimensions than the Turkish second generation, as already pre-
dicted from the descriptive data earlier in this paper. This ethnic difference is mark-
edly stronger and more present than the difference between the cities. The only area 
within which we see a significant difference between Antwerp and Brussels – for 
both Turks as well as Moroccans – is that there is significantly more discrimination 
experienced in the public domain in Antwerp than in Brussels. This is the only latent 
dimension where we see a difference between both cities.
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At school
When looking for work
At work
In the neighbourhood
On the street /
public transport
When going out
In contact with the police
Socio-economic
Public domain
Police + nightlife
.72
.86
.82
.60
.76
.92
Antwerp .77
Brussels .96
Figure 2. A multidimensional model of experienced discrimination amongst the Turkish and Moroccan second generation in 
Antwerp and Brussels (common metric standardised solution)
No level differences were found between the cities for the other dimensions of 
socio-economic and ‘nightlife and police’. However, we did see earlier that ‘police’ 
weighs more heavily in Brussels than in Antwerp within the dimension of ‘nightlife 
and police’.
In summary, we are therefore able to state that the Moroccan group experiences 
most discrimination and that the Moroccan group in Antwerp experience slightly 
more discrimination in the public domain than the Moroccan group in Brussels. The 
Turkish group experiences significantly less discrimination than their fellow Moroc-
can city dwellers but they also experience the same ‘city difference’ as the Moroc-
can group with more discrimination in the public domain in Antwerp.
5. Profiles
The final part of this analysis consisted of introducing predictors to the model. This 
enabled us to see which groups feel the most discriminated against. We have two 
types of predictors: socio-demographic characteristics and perceptual characteris-
tics. The socio-demographic characteristics include gender, age, education, prayer, 
unemployment and political organisation. The perceptual characteristics are the 
perception of the number of migrants in the neighbourhood and the perception of 
justice on the labour market. We hereby wish to emphasise that these perceptual 
predictors should not be seen as exogenous causes of perceptions of discrimina-
tion; they can also be endogenous as they can be the result of earlier experiences of 
discrimination.
Tables 2 a-d: Common fully standardised solution for the multi-group model with 
predictors (chi-square: 525.55; df: 286, p:.00; RMSEA: .053; CFI: .94)
Table 2.a Turkish second generation in Antwerp 2007-08
Socio-economic Nightlife + police Public domain
Woman -.22 .20
Older
Higher level of education .11 .10
Prayer .09
Unemployment
Political organisation
Composition of the 
neighbourhood
Unfair employment market .23 .15 .15
It is not at all surprising that women perceive less group discrimination when going 
out and in their contact with the police, but more in the public domain. The higher 
educated Turkish second generation experience noticeably more discrimination in 
Antwerp on a socio-economic level and in their contact with the police. Religious 
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Turks see more socio-economic discrimination, and those that feel that they are not 
treated fairly as a group on the labour market also perceive more discrimination 
within all three dimensions.
Table 2.b Moroccan second generation in Antwerp 2007-08
Socio-economic Nightlife + police Public domain
Woman .20 .34
Older
Higher level of education
Prayer
Unemployment -.21 -.16 -.21
Political organisation
Composition of the 
neighbourhood
Unfair employment market
This is somewhat different for the Moroccan second generation in Antwerp. Women 
feel that Belgians of Moroccan origin are more discriminated against within the 
socio-economic and public domain dimensions. Those who are unemployed per-
ceive less discrimination on a group level within all three dimensions. The comple-
ment of this is obviously that the second generation of Moroccan origin who are 
employed experience more discrimination on a group level within all three dimen-
sions. We will interpret this later as part of the “integration paradox”.
Table 2.c Moroccan second generation in Brussels 2007-08
Socio-economic Nightlife + police Public domain
Woman .20 .14
Older
Higher level of education .14 .13
Prayer -.23
Unemployment
Political organisation
Composition of the 
neighbourhood .23
Unfair employment market .30 .29 .24
Amongst the Moroccan second generation in Brussels, women perceive more 
socio-economic discrimination and discrimination within the public domain. Those 
who possess a higher level of education perceive more unfair treatment on a socio-
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economic level and in their contact with the police and when they go out. Religious 
Moroccan second generation Brussels residents perceive less group discrimination 
when going out and in their contact with the police. The more people live in a ho-
mogenous ethnic minority neighbourhood, the more they experience group dis-
crimination in the public domain. Finally, the more unjust people view the way in 
which the employment market works to be, the more group discrimination they per-
ceive within all three dimensions.
Table 2.d Turkish second generation in Brussels 2007-08
Socio-economic Nightlife + police Public domain
Woman -.17
Older .12
Higher level of education .23 .24 .22
Prayer -.13
Unemployment
Political organisation
Composition of the 
neighbourhood
Unfair employment market .15
Turkish second generation women in Brussels experience less discrimination than 
men when they go out and in their contact with the police. 26 to 35 year olds expe-
rience more group discrimination when they go out and in their contact with the 
police than second generation Turks living in Brussels who are between 18 and 25 
years old. As for the Moroccan group, those who have a higher level of education 
perceive more discrimination within all three dimensions. The religious Turkish sec-
ond generation perceives less group discrimination on a socio-economic level. 
However, those who view the way in which the labour market works as being unjust 
once again feel that their group is more excluded on a socio-economic level.
Several striking observations emerge here. Apart from going out and in their contact 
with the police, women perceive more group discrimination; it is also noticeable that 
the employed second generation Moroccans living in Antwerp perceive more group 
discrimination within the three dimensions; furthermore, it is the highly-educated 
who perceive the most group discrimination. These observations lead us straight to 
what has recently been named as the “integration paradox” (Buijs et al. 2006): those 
who are successful at school are more conscious of the group discrimination that 
their group are the (reputed) victim of. Taking this one stage further, we could make 
the same interpretation for the employed, Moroccan second generation in Antwerp. 
Participation in a sub-domain leads to a greater realisation of discrimination at a 
group level. The comment needs to be made here that group discrimination is 
clearly a different concept to individual discrimination, which is reported much less 
than perceptions of group discrimination. Nevertheless, it is this perception of group 
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discrimination within Belgian society that is of paramount importance for evaluating 
the quality of society, rather than individual experiences.
It is also notable that whether or not people are members of political organisations 
does not have any effect on the perception of group discrimination for either group 
in both cities. The perception of group discrimination is therefore not the result of 
any political activism.
When it comes to the frictions between the second generation and the police, it 
should be made clear that these are not limited to those who are on the lower rungs 
of the socio-economic ladder – at least as far as the perception of this at a group 
level is concerned. The reported problems with the police are even stronger among 
the highly-educated group.
Conclusion
The structure of the perceived group discrimination is similar in Brussels and Ant-
werp. This structure is also similar for the second generation Belgians of Moroccan 
origin and Turkish origin. There is no difference in the level of experienced group 
discrimination between Antwerp and Brussels. Only the perceived group discrimina-
tion in the public domain is higher in Antwerp. The level of perceived group discrimi-
nation through contact with the police does not therefore differ significantly in both 
cities that were studied. However, the confrontations with the police in Brussels do 
have a stronger position in the latent concept than in Antwerp.
Our analysis does not contradict the claims which the Mayor of Antwerp made 
about his police force working efficiently and react on a very short term. Despite the 
feeling of being less welcome within the public domain in Antwerp, this does not 
look like it will end up in violent riots (for the time being). In his policy statement, the 
Minister-President of the Brussels Capital Region, Charles Picqué (PS), also argued 
for a drastic reorganisation of the police. “The riots in Molenbeek have shown that a 
debate over the organisation of the Brussels police is essential” (DS. 23.10.09). The 
events of 2010 and the debate over the police zones in Brussels only serve to con-
firm this position. The question is not whether the Brussels police need to be reor-
ganised, but how? Efficiency and local involvement, also amongst ethnic minorities, 
need to be jointly optimized here.
However, the efficient organisation of the police is only one matter and relates to the 
curative side of the issue. Reducing feelings of group discrimination within all dimen-
sions and improving the relationship between the police and second generation 
ethnic minorities is another matter and relates to the preventative side of the issue. 
When viewed from the preventative side, Antwerp still has much further to go than 
Brussels. Reducing feelings of discrimination in the public domain means address-
ing the advantages and the negative behaviour of the white majority with regard to 
ethnic minorities.
Returning once more to the question which forms the title of this paper, the answer 
is that increased feelings of group discrimination in Brussels compared to Antwerp 
are not responsible for the riots in Brussels. This conclusion does not exclude the 
possibility of feelings of group discrimination being partly at the root of the events 
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tout court, but that the situation in Brussels is no worse on this level than in Antwerp 
and that the cause of the riots can therefore not be found within this difference. The 
fact that riots took place in Brussels but not in Antwerp in 2009 and 2010 can 
probably not be attributed to a better relationship between the police and second 
generation Belgians of Turkish and Moroccan origin in Antwerp. Neither can the 
occurrence of riots in Brussels be explained by a higher perception of group dis-
crimination in Brussels; on the contrary.
Subjective feelings of group discrimination are not limited to so-called ‘typical’ trou-
blemakers or so-called ‘problem youths’ – young people without any education or 
work. The problem of discrimination is actually perceived more among other groups 
of young adults belonging to the second generation: women and the highly-
educated. Furthermore, the so-called integration paradox is evident here. This para-
dox implies that people who, according to the norms, do “better” for themselves 
(good education and a job), are also more sensitive to phenomena / cases of exclu-
sion and discrimination.
On the basis of our results we are therefore able to state that it is particularly impor-
tant to put more of an effort into developing a more positive policy towards ethnic 
minorities (being pro-active against discrimination and promoting diversity) in soci-
ety’s “mainstream” institutions such as education, the labour market and the police 
force. The riots are only the ‘tip’ of the iceberg: the underlying problem of feelings of 
exclusion and discrimination is widespread and merely using efficient repression will 
not resolve the problem but only serve to make it invisible.
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